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It is impossible to ignore the explosion of 
knowledge happening all around us. Some 
have suggested that the sum of all that is known 
doubles every seven years. We accumulate 
more knowledge in one year than previous 
generations accumulated in a lifetime. At 
the same time, the shelf life of knowledge is 
declining. In the biotech fi eld for example, 
those pursuing a four-year degree may fi nd 
that much of what they learned in their fi rst 

year is obsolete by the time they graduate. 
Ongoing technological advancements place 

knowledge at a premium and create a demand 
for the continuous pursuit of that knowledge. 
How can individuals keep pace in a global, 
knowledge-based economy? The answer lies 
in our ability to transform the way we learn. 
The same technological advances that fuel the 
knowledge explosion are providing dramatic 
innovations in learning. 

Filling the Needs of the 
Knowledge Economy

The emergence and growth of online 
learning in the past fi fteen years is one 
example of how the process of learning itself 
can be adapted to meet the educational 
demands of the knowledge economy. More 
than 96 percent of the nation’s colleges and 
universities currently offer online learning 
opportunities. Roughly 4 million students 
were taking advantage of these opportunities 
in the fall of 2006. 

More important than its increasing 
popularity is the demonstrated quality of 
the online learning experience. In its 2006 
annual report, the National Survey of Student 
Engagement detailed how online students 
reported higher levels of academic challenge. 
It also found that these students engaged 
more often in “deep learning” activities, 
and reported greater developmental gains 
from their experience than campus-based 
students. The Alfred P. Sloane Foundation, 
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To our valued readers:

Welcome to the third edition of 

Distance Learning Today, a quarterly 

supplement to USA TODAY in 

partnership with the United States 

Distance Learning Association.

As we approach the middle of summer, it’s important to 

remember that not all students are vacationing – distance 

learners around the world continue to learn and share ideas. 

As we have explored in Distance Learning Today, distance 

learning provides the opportunity to obtain education 

without the constraints of time and place.  Through the 

articles and advertisements in this issue, we hope to raise 

awareness of the many quality courses, degrees and certifi cate 

programs available through distance learning technologies 

and the vast opportunities available to students upon 

graduation.

As the leading distance learning association in the 

United States, we encourage you to visit our new website 

at www.usdla.org. You’ll fi nd information about the 2007 

International Forum For Women in E-Learning being held 

November 28-30 in Santa Fe, New Mexico and sponsored 

by USDLA. In addition, the USDLA will be offering a host 

of new research services to help guide the development 

of policy and application for distance learning and its 

infl uence on Pre-K through Grade 12, higher education, 

home schooling, continuing education, corporate training, 

military and government training, and telehealth. Finally, 

stay tuned for details regarding the 2008 USDLA National 

Conference being held in April in St. Louis MO. Our 

website is continually updated, so please visit often.

Have a wonderful summer!

John G. Flores, Ph.D.

Chief Executive Offi cer

United States Distance Learning Association
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BRIDGING A NATIONAL KNOWLEDGE GAP: 
Continued from cover

an organization dedicated to helping 
educational institutions improve their 
online programs, recently reported that 
more than 60 percent of the nation’s 
academic leaders rate online instruction 
to be “as good or better” than traditional 
face-to-face offerings. 

The importance of online learning 
is becoming increasingly apparent. The 
U.S. Department of Labor stated that 
90 percent of the fastest-growing jobs in 
the information and services economy 
require post-secondary education. Today, 
only a quarter of adult Americans hold 
the higher degree necessary to fi ll the jobs 
driving our future economic growth. The 
percentage is lower still among minority 
communities.  Overall, America’s college 
graduation rate has fallen from third 
among industrialized nations less than 
twenty years ago, to twelfth today.

This widening knowledge gap 
ultimately threatens our economic well 
being in a world that has been called 
“fl at.” The information and services 
industries are less beholden than ever 

to geographic boundaries for their 
employees. As a result, the jobs may 
go wherever the knowledge is being 
acquired. Online learning creates new 
opportunities for professionals to 
continuously learn and hone skills that 
will pay dividends to both employer and 
employee. . Lifelong learning is already 
a necessity in many fi elds to ensure 
competence and competitiveness. Online 
learning is evolving as an alternative to 
traditional educational institutions that 
affords students greater fl exibility to 
pursue lifelong learning in a challenging 
and rewarding environment.

Nontraditional students need 
nontraditional solutions

Increasingly, higher education’s 
student population includes working 
parents, overseas military personnel and 
those with limited fi nancial resources. 
Online learning helps this growing pool 
of nontraditional students transcend time 
and distance by bringing the learning 
environment to them while allowing 
them to retrain while fully employed. 
And, while it is perhaps counterintuitive, 
online learning can offer a more 

personal learning experience. Advances 
in information technologies allow 
online institutions to tailor educational 
programs to individual needs and 
learning styles. It also enables them to 
provide sophisticated simulations that 
allow students to demonstrate and apply 
specifi c skills and knowledge.

The industries of the future will be 
driven by knowledge and information. 
To thrive in such an economy, the 
workforce of the future will need access 
to continuous education while balancing 
work demands with family life. As the 
demand for an educated workforce grows 
and the percentage of those earning 
degrees declines, online learning is seen 
as one way to bridge the gap. It is a 
growing and real educational opportunity 
that meets the needs of a changing 
society where knowledge is essential, but 
the time and fl exibility to acquire that 
knowledge is limited. 

John F. Ebersole is the president of Excelsior College.
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One out of every 10 students 
who drop out of school does 

so because of repeated bullying.

by Marilyn Mosley Gordanier

Schools report that more than a quarter of a million students 
are physically attacked during the school day with 160,000 kids 
missing school everyday due to bullying and school violence. 
Nearly a million students across the U.S. bring weapons to 
school every month. More than 5.7 million young people in 
the U.S. are estimated to be involved in bullying as either a 
bully, a target of bullying or both. Unchecked bullying can 
escalate to more serious violence as 75% of school-shooting 
incidents have been linked to harassment and bullying issues.

Bullying is deeply seated in our tough and competitive 
culture. Experts maintain that it is a barbaric, ingrained human 
survival behavior. Though regrettable, that 
may explain its widespread presence in 
our everyday lives: in schools, households, 
workplaces, sports arenas, media and 
politics. However, with a nation shaken by 
recent school tragedies, it remains diffi cult 
to comprehend what fuels such behavior. 
What’s not diffi cult is assessing the impact 
on its victims. 

The tension and anxiety created by 
bullying is burdening kids with worry. 
The threat affects concentration, health, 
relationships and self-worth. It can create 
social isolation and depression with long-
term consequences. One out of every 10 
students who drop out of school does so 
because of repeated bullying, and those who 
are bullied are fi ve times more likely to be 
depressed and far more likely to be suicidal. 

Brock Bowman, a ninth grader 
living near Columbus, Ohio who found 
diffi culty in the classroom despite his 
high IQ, has found a solution through 
distance learning. Brock was not 
thriving in his public school and, like 
many today, was labeled ADD. Angie 
Bowman, Brock’s mother said, “This 
diagnosis led to Brock being placed in 
a reading special services program, which only made matters 
worse. His peers picked on him relentlessly and his self-esteem 
plummeted.” Brock dreaded going to school. The stress left 
him completely exhausted, school became unbearable and 
they looked into distance learning options. “I knew it was 
the right solution for our family,” said Angie. “We were 
able to fi nd a fully accredited school with caring teachers 
that eliminated negative social distractions and reignited 
Brock’s interest in learning. At Laurel Springs School, the 
focus is on Brock’s learning style, interests and passions, plus 
they provide traditional school experiences like a diploma, 
graduation, peer activities and senior prom. Families looking 
for peaceful solutions to bullying are turning increasingly 
to distance learning providers like Laurel Springs School. 
Established in 1991, Laurel Springs now has more than 4,250 
students in 50 states and in 43 countries. Distance learning in 
an all-inclusive learning environment creates a place for skill 
building and mastery without the threats of bullies. For Brock, 
Laurel Springs offers web-based and text-based curriculum 
built on state standards. Instruction is targeted to his innate 
learning style profi le; a proactive evaluation of his disposition, 

motivators, interests and learning modalities. No attacks 
occur. No guns are drawn. Students and families blossom in 
the natural fl ow of the learning process. 

Nick Marks-Paschal, an eleventh grader, was emotionally 
shut-down at school even though he demonstrated creative 
genius outside of the classroom. According to his mother, 
Shelley Marks, “Nick was put-off by school-wide bullying and 
antagonizing. He withdrew, not wanting to participate in this 
dynamic, and others called him stupid and slow. At Laurel 
Springs, he took the Learning Styles Profi le and the results 
were an astounding endorsement of him.” Nick’s learning 
style is ‘invent/perform’ — he learns best by discovering, 
designing and exploring in an independent environment. He 

was assigned a teacher appropriate for his 
learning style and together, they designed 
curriculum to bring out his highest 
‘invent’ capacity. “Nick is inspired by the 
aligned focus of his learning and has a 
huge digital multimedia design career 
ahead.  He is a highly accomplished 
young person who demonstrates that 
harmony can positively alter someone’s 
entire future even during the teenage 
years,” Shelley added.

Distance learning is a growing 
option with the impact of the Internet, 
educational software, video learning tools 
and online communications systems. 
It began mostly as a higher education 
convenience for completion of college 
and continuing educational credits. Now 
the trend is evolving to support K-12 

students, challenging the traditional 
premise that learning occurs best 
within the confi nes of a classroom 
under the control of faculty. “Most 
people are still in the Industrial Age 
mind-set, even though our economy has 
moved into the information knowledge 
age that requires an ‘unleashing of 
talent’,” according to noted author, 

Stephen R. Covey. “Management means control; leadership 
means release.” The same goes for our educational systems 
and fi nding ways to foster greatness beyond drawing lines of 
control that can breed confl ict.

Schools like Laurel Springs have the information age in mind 
and are bringing distance learning programs to K-12 students. By 
understanding each student’s learning style, goals, interests and 
innate talent, there is a release of pressure to fi t in and a rare 
feeling of being wholly recognized. And with such a focus on 
each student, perhaps our educational system can evolve beyond 
the barbaric pattern of bullying. By linking students like Brock 
and Nick with excellent teachers and personalized curriculum, 
K-12 distance learning provides a realistic alternative. Students, 
parents, counselors, administrators and teachers have begun to 
recognize that distance learning for K-12 students is transformative 
– moving education from a school-centered to a student-centered 
approach and often providing talented, tormented kids with a 
safe haven from the schoolyard bully. 

Marilyn Mosley Gordanier is the founder and executive director of Laurel 
Springs School.

Outwitting the Schoolyard Bully
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Two semesters into his course work, MacInnes was applying his new skills 
to solve logistics problems in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

by Cole Hons

On the surface, Celene Elm and Andrew MacInnes live 
very different lives. Elm, a member of the Oneida nation in 
Wisconsin, is a grandmother, tribal elder and avid hunter.  
MacInnes, an employee of the Plaquemines Parish Government 
(just south of New Orleans) is a dedicated urbanite, jazz buff 
and father of one. That both have completed courses in the 
same online education program is a testament to the wide 
range of life experiences adult students bring to this emerging 
learning environment.

“It’s great because you can go at your own speed,” observed 
Elm. “If people are a little bit slower getting used to the 

technology, it’s OK. The whole class doesn’t get held up 
waiting for them to catch up, like they would in a traditional 
classroom.”

Both Elm and MacInnes have earned certifi cates in 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) from Penn State’s 
online World Campus. In the rapidly expanding fi eld of GIS, 
sophisticated mapping software is applied to meet a wide variety 
of challenges, including development planning and crisis 
management. Both of these adult students were able to apply 
skills they learned online to dramatic effect.

Facing the Flood Waters of Katrina
As Coastal Zone Administrator of Plaquemines Parish, 

MacInnes was simply looking for a way to keep abreast of the 
latest developments in his fi eld. Little did he know that two 
quarters into his course work, he’d be applying his new skills to 
solve logistics problems in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

“I had an immediate and critical need to use the techniques 
I was learning in my degree,” MacInnes said, remembering 
the weeks he spent supporting relief volunteers and military 
personnel throughout his Parish. “It was critical to have the 
most accurate information on staging locations, fuel depots, 
detour areas and hazardous sites.” 

In the middle of the crisis, MacInnes was glad to have an 

online community of professors and students to rely on. “Many 
of the other students had great ideas, suggestions and offers of 
help,” he recalled. “Some of them even came down to work on 
the Gulf Coast for response and recovery efforts.”

“Our online students share a variety of challenges, in class 
and in their personal and professional lives,” observed senior 
instructor and manager of the Master of GIS Program David 
DiBiase. “This leads to a surprisingly strong sense of community, 
even though they may never meet face-to-face.”

Helping a sovereign nation secure its land.
For Elm, the GIS indigenous planning director 

for the Oneida Nation, online courses provided an 
opportunity to alter the destiny of her entire tribe. 

“We are a sovereign nation that’s in the process 
of buying back our land,” she explained. “My 
department’s job is to analyze and present geographic 
data to a committee that makes decisions that will 
impact our community for generations. So, we’ve got 
to be accurate.”

Since earning her GIS certifi cate in 2004, Elm 
has used her expanded skills to establish a new and 
innovative land use designation process. This process 
has proven to be a critically important tool for her 
nation, whose original landbase has been carved up into 
thousands of non-contiguous parcels. It was adopted as 
tribal law in 2005. 

“We’ve purchased back about 8,000 acres so far 
using this GIS-enhanced process,” Elm said. “With this 

Getting the
Lay of the 
Land Online 

Andrew MacInnes, Coastal Zone Administrator of Plaquemines Parish, New Orleans
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system, we are able to look at a piece of land and really know if 
it will be suitable for our needs —whether it’s housing, economic 
development or the restricted land which we are protecting and 
putting aside for future generations. There was no way we would 
have been able to do those things before.” 

Elm and MacInnes both believe that online education has 
fi rmly established its value in the mainstream, both in terms of 
career growth and personal development. 

“The potential for GIS was not really understood by all of 

the people I came in contact with,” noted MacInnes, “and 
everybody is amazed that I was able to learn this stuff from Penn 
State online. They just think it’s really cool that you can do this 
online with a respected university.”

As for Elm, her online education led her to develop training 
modules that she has shared with others nationally—and to 
inspire other tribal nations to start thinking about starting 
their own GIS departments. “I’ve really blossomed as a different 
type of person,” she enthused. “I never expected I’d have the 
confi dence to do this.” 

Their advice for other adults considering online education?
“You have to adjust to a whole new learning environment,” 

said MacInnes. “I think I was not fully prepared for what it 
meant to sit down and try to learn about a program. It has its 
quirks and challenges, but it defi nitely has its advantages. As long 
as you have the discipline, you can really focus on the things you 
want to learn. Now I feel that I’ve benefi ted enormously from 
the experience.” 

“It’s a great way to maintain your edge,” noted Elm, “to 
keep up with the young ones coming out of school. Especially 
in a technology-related job like GIS, where you’re never done 
learning.  Now it’s great in my department, where we blend 
younger and older generations, with their different perspectives 
and abilities. It’s a really dynamic place to be.”

Cole Hons is the coordinator of public information at Penn State Outreach.

Celene Elm, Geographic Information Systems planning director for the Oneida Nation in Wisconsin
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by Dr. Robert A. Wisher

Training and educating the U.S. 
military is an enormous enterprise.  In 
excess of $20 billion is spent to train 
and educate servicemembers each year, 
involving the delivery of thousands 
of courses for hundreds of specialized 
occupational areas.  The stakes are very 
high. Military training must prepare 
individuals to enter into harm’s way 
and perform physically and mentally 
demanding tasks at the highest levels of 
profi ciency

In addition to the 1.4 million active 
duty personnel, training and educational 
services are provided to 1.1 million 
ready reservists, more than 720,000 
civilian personnel and 110,000 military 
dependents in K-12 schooling.  These 
courses are taught at military academies, 
staff colleges, training centers, armories, 
reserve centers and training ranges 
around the world.

To contain costs and extend the 
instruction’s reach, the military utilizes 
nearly every delivery method imaginable.  

Conventional methods, such as classroom 
instruction, are being blended with 
distance-learning approaches, for which 
the military has been a leading advocate.  
Examples stretch from televised training 
in the 1950’s to Web-based distributed 
learning today. Other examples are 
videotapes, video teleconferencing, audio 
teletraining, compact discs, multiplayer 
games, stand-alone and networked 
simulators, and training that is embedded 
in actual equipment. Not all tasks are best 
taught via distance learning, but for those 
that are, the savings are appreciable.

Controlling Costs, Unleashing 
Operational Value

Bringing the instruction to the 
learners, rather than learners to the 
instruction, reduces travel, temporary 
duty and permanent change of station 
costs.  More importantly, the time saved 
through technology-based instruction 
allows personnel to be released earlier for 
operational duties—reducing personnel 
costs and increasing operational value.

For forms of distance learning 
that embrace individualized student 
interaction, a good guide 
is the ‘rule of thirds.’ Based 
on an extensive analysis of 
assessments of technology-
based instruction, the 
rule of thirds suggests that 
well-designed, interactive 
training technologies reduce 
the cost of instruction by 
about one-third, and either 
reduce time of instruction 
by about one-third or 
increase the amount of skills 
and knowledge acquired by 
about one-third.

A logical question, then, is how does 
the military leverage distance learning 
to educate and train for its many 
responsibilities, tasks and challenges, 
some new, some old?  In particular, 
how can quality instruction be made 
available anytime, anywhere and tailored 
to individual needs?  Ten years ago, 
the military examined these questions, 
creating a program based on openness, 
partnerships and good will.

A National Imperative 
Creates Cooperation Across 
the Armed Services

With the notable exception of 
simulators, the military was not fully 
utilizing technology for individual 
instruction.  High technology was not 
fi nding its way into training programs.  
The principal roadblock, identifi ed in 
1997, was the lack of interoperability 
across computer-based instructional 
systems.  Interoperability refers to the 
capability of different programs to 
exchange data through a common set 
of procedures, formats and protocols.  
Simply stated, learning content developed 

Distance Learning in the Nation’s Defense 



by Errol Craig Sull

There was a time when “distance 
learning” meant commuting 50 miles 
or so to reach the college nearest your 
home town.  Today, students complete 
their degrees from literally half a world 
away: a remote lighthouse in Maine, a 
cattle ranch in Montana, a military post 
in Iraq.  In 12 years of teaching online, 
some of my most memorable and satisfying 
encounters have included American 
military personnel. I’ve learned that the 
distance learning revolution provides 
an enormous service to the young 
men and women who are serving their 
country by giving them access to 
education’s transformative power despite 
their circumstances.

Take, for example, Paul McLaughlin 
— a U.S. soldier stationed in Iraq.  
Having planned on a college degree, it 
was interrupted when he was deployed to 
Iraq — but not for long. He put it this 
way:

“Being able to take college courses 

using my computer, here in Iraq, allows 
me to not have my plans for college put 
on hold.  I get good instructor feedback, 
my textbook is in use every day, and each 
time I complete a course it’s one more 
step towards my goal of a college degree.  
Sure, there are times when ‘stuff’ gets in 
the way — that’s the nature of what I do 

— but when I get back to my computer, I 
know my instructors and my course will 
be waiting for me.  I might be 6,000+ 
miles away from the United States, 
but distance learning lets me be in my 
classroom every day.”

Paul is on one side of the world and 
Jarrett Gilliam, another U.S. soldier, is 
on the other in Seoul, South Korea. His 
deployment is different from Paul’s, his 
location is different (more than 5,000 
miles from the U.S. and he just fi nished 
his last course requirement for a degree 
— but distance learning allowed him to 
continue his studies, uninterrupted. He 
wrote:

“It’s been several years since I took 
any college courses, and when I did I 
was in a traditional classroom where I 
could see my professor and hang out 
with other students. I had no idea what 
to expect from distance learning. But 
from the fi rst day I sat down at my laptop 
and began discussing various topics with 
others in the class, received feedback on 
assignments from my professors, and 
read over the chapters in the textbook 

in one vendor’s system used by one 
Service was not able to be delivered in 
another vendor’s system used by another 
Service.  Standards were not in place, and 
opportunities were being lost.  

The Advanced Distributed Learning 
(ADL) Initiative was formed ten years ago 
to remedy this problem.  An Executive 
Order, issued in 1999, charged the 
Department of Defense to lead federal 
participation with business, academia 
and specifi cation groups in developing 
consensus standards for training software 
and associated services. One result 
of ADL was the establishment of the 
SCORM reference model which is now 
in wide use around the world. This 
model allows content developed in one 
system to play in another, overcoming the 
hurdle identifi ed ten years ago.

The ADL vision is leading to a 
marketplace of “learning objects.”  These 
are exchangeable elements, such as a course 
module, that serve as the foundation for 
online educational and training programs.  
Within the military, the “objects” are 
centrally registered, and they incorporate 
specifi cations and standards as part of their 
operation.  The objects can be recomposed 
to suit a specifi c training situation tailored 
to an individual’s learning needs.  ADL 

is dramatically raising the bar in distance 
learning.

The Defense Acquisition University
A “Student” Body of 134,000

An award-winning example is the work 
at the Defense Acquisition University 
(DAU), a corporate university that trains 
the acquisition, technology and logistics 
workforce of 134,000 people within the 
Department of Defense. Faced with 
the need to provide training as quickly 
and as cost effectively as possible, DAU 
has made strategic decisions that have 
allowed it to experience both growth and 
budget effi ciencies simultaneously.

The enterprise provides workforce 
support in critical areas: certifi cation 
training, performance support, 
communities of practice and continuous 
learning. Each area is supported by 
the learning network architecture that 
enables delivery of content in multiple 
modes, enriching interaction between 
learners, instructors and content.  By 
focusing on content as a strategic asset 
and implementing SCORM, DAU plans 
to benefi t from the system’s scalability by 
identifying opportunities for the reuse 
and sharing of assets across multiple 

A Story of Student Soldiers 
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Paul McLaughlin, Chief Warrant Offi cer Three, is a Senior 
Automotive Maintenance Offi cer with the U.S. Army in 
northern Iraq. He’s from Burlington, Vermont and was 
deployed out of Ft. Hood, Texas.
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STUDENT SOLDIERS: Continued from page 9

and other helpful online information, 
including the library services, I really felt 
like I was back in college! To be honest, 
I’m still amazed that here, in South 
Korea, I’m instantly transported into a 
college classroom in the United States 
through the technology of the computer—
it is quite amazing.  And there’s an added 
bonus that I and others in the service 
taking distance learning courses can 
tell you: it helps take our minds off our 
jobs over here, something that’s really 
important once in awhile.”

There are thousands of others in 
a variety of situations where distance 
learning is the only umbilical cord to a 
college education.  No doubt, you know 
at least one person who is now taking a 
college course through distance learning.  
Unlike many who can create their own 
environment for distance learning, 
students like Paul and Jarrett cannot, and 
thus different approaches must be taken 
to assure the best possible online learning 
experience.  What follows are suggestions 
for a better distance learning experience 
if you fi nd yourself in a strange land, an 
isolated situation, or a less-than-ideal 
studying environment.

Find your best available time and 
place — and make those your 
college cubicle.

Unexpected interruptions, an unusual 
setting or irregular study times might be 
what you are facing. Don’t panic, make 
the best of it:  choose a time, place and 
setting that works best for you. If possible, 
have something next to your computer to 
remind you of your course’s long-term 
importance (picture of a family member, 
a motivational saying, etc.); use aides 
to help you focus (e.g., music, “Do Not 
Disturb — Learning” sign).

Accept that interruptions may be the 
norm, so save everything frequently.

One of the basic rules for anyone taking 
distance learning is to regularly save work, 
but this may be especially important if 
your location is unpredictable (a war 
zone or household full of teenagers, for 
example). You don’t want to suddenly 
close your computer only to fi nd later 
that your work has been lost, fully or 
partially. So, the rule: save your work 
every 5 minutes.

It may take time for books and CDs 
to reach you, so have a “Plan B.”

This is a common problem with 
folks who are rather isolated, but you 
can overcome it. Contact the publisher, 
explain your situation and ask for a free 
desk copy (they will often agree); let other 
students in the class know, and ask for 
their help; search the Internet for any 
readings you may need prior to your 
materials arriving; ask your instructor if 
your fi rst week or so of missing materials 
can be posted in the course or sent to you 
via email.

Let your instructor know of anything 
about your circumstances that might 
impede your progress in the course.

Not only does this give the instructor 
a “heads up” to keep you from being 

penalized and possibly dropped from the 
course, but this communication helps 
take some pressure off you. If you have 
Discussion and other areas, alert your 
classmates as well.

Don’t hesitate to ask for an extension 
if situations beyond your control put 
you behind.

Most schools have policies that permit 
extensions for completing a course due 
to factors beyond your control. Don’t 
hesitate to ask for a legitimate extension—
again, it’ll relieve some of the pressure 
on you and allow you to focus on 
producing quality not rushed work. 
Always remember the life-changing 
impact your distance learning can have. 
While this is true for anyone taking 
courses, it is an especially important 
reminder for folks who are geographically 
or militarily isolated. Sometimes, the 
rigorous circumstances surrounding you 
can make you lose sight of the “down-the-
road” purpose of taking these courses. 
Remember that what you accomplish 
through distance learning can have an 
effect far beyond the number of weeks 
the course runs.

Distance learning makes higher 
education available to nearly anyone who 
has a computer and Internet connectivity.  
It is truly a wonder of technology and 
allows those who are isolated — for what–
ever reason — to learn, to explore, to grow.  
Paul McLaughlin perhaps summed it 
up best:  “Distance learning turned my 
desert of Iraq into a college learning 
center. I can serve my country as a soldier 
and feed my mind as a student — both at 
the same time.”

Errol Craig Sull has been teaching online for 12 
years. He frequently conducts workshops on and 
writes about distance learning and currently teaches 
at Excelsior College.

Sergeant First Class Jarrett A. Gilliam is a Technical Counterintelligence Agent with the U.S. Army in Seoul, Korea. He’s from Monahans, Texas.
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Security in the Online Schoolhouse
by Alec M. Testa, Ed.D.

A vexing question hangs over the 
world of online, distance delivered 
higher education: how can you be sure 
that the person you are awarding 
credentials to is the person completing 
the work? Left unanswered, it threatens 
the investment of billions of tuition 
dollars and millions of student hours 
by undermining the reputations of 
online universities and their graduates. 
Awarding meaningful and recognized 
degrees requires that providers take 
steps to insure what is known as 
“academic authenticity.” Put simply, 
insuring academic authenticity 
means being sure that 
students aren’t cheating. 
Regrettably, cheating is 
as old as the schoolhouse 
itself and takes many 
forms: plagiarism, sharing 
test questions, using 
unauthorized resources 
during an exam or having 
someone else complete 
assignments. Educators in every 
environment face these challenges, 
including brick and mortar universities 
of lofty reputation. Cheating scandals 
have surfaced recently at Duke 
University, Indiana University and the 

United States Air Force Academy. Online 
degree providers are employing a number 
of strategies to confront the problem. 
Some are remarkably simple and others, 
still being tested, are technologically more 
elegant and hold greater promise.

Proctors and student identifi cation 
is currently the most popular approach.  
Implementation varies widely. One long 

— time provider has students arrange 
for their own proctor. The proctor then 
completes paper work assuring that 
institution protocols and instructions 
were followed. These are returned by 
mail, as are the test results which are 
hand scored.

Staff at Charter Oaks College 
have told me that they have had good 

success with students identifying 
proctors and the College then 

approving them.  Rio Salado College 
follows a similar approach. Western 
Governors University (WGU) 
goes a step further. Students 
identify potential centers in their 
communities. These are typically 
local colleges or universities, 
libraries or similar public service 

entities. WGU then contacts the 
center on behalf of the student, makes 
all fi scal arrangements and schedules 
the assessment. All WGU proctored 
assessments are delivered through an 
online application. WGU delivers 

this level of service so that the 
administration task does not fall 
to the student and because of the 
extra level of security it provides.

Another level of service and 
security is to use a company that 
specializes in test delivery such 
as Prometric or Pearson VUE.  
These companies provide store 
front locations with cubicles.  
The services they provide can 
include checking multiple forms 
of identifi cation, photographing 
candidates and video-taping test 
sessions. WGU is making the 
convenience of Prometric Test 
Centers available to our students, 
offering delivery into the evening 
and Saturdays.

While proctors are central 
to test security, there are at least two 
efforts to eliminate the need for human 
monitoring. The Troy University of 
Alabama is developing a virtual proctor 
for use with its distributed students. 
The device includes audio and video 
surveillance captured through the 
Internet. A similar device is being 
developed by Kryterion. The difference 

with Kryterion’s proctorless proctoring 
is that they will monitor student behavior, 
and when their data forensics indicates 
that the student’s behavior is suspect the 
monitor (again audio and video through 
the Internet) will be activated. The feed 
will be recorded and can also be monitored 
contemporaneously by Kryterion staff 
who can apply agreed-on business rules 

and terminate the test session. Not all 
assessments are suitable for proctored 
situations. The obvious example at WGU 
is student teaching (we hire and train 
a cadre of clinical supervisors). Many 

How can you be sure that the person you are awarding 
credentials to is the person completing the work?

Continued on page 13
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by Som Seng

The U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services predicts the U.S. will 
have a shortage of more than 800,000 
registered nurses by the year 2020.

Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics support this fi nding and cite 
that among all occupations, registered 
nurses have the largest projected 10-year 
job growth. They report the demand for 
nurses in the year 2012 is expected to be 
2.9 million, up from 2.3 million in 2002. 
Total job openings will exceed 1.1 million 
from 2002 to 2012. 

So why the urgent demand for so many 
nurses? Aging baby boomers for one 
thing. The baby boom began in 1946 and 
continued through 1964. During those 
19 years, 76 million people were born. 
Boomers are approaching retirement, 
including a signifi cant number of nurses. 
Of course, as millions of baby boomers age 
the demand for healthcare will increase 
dramatically. Hospital administrators 
and nursing care facilities will need to 
ensure an adequate supply of nurses 
and other allied health professionals to
provide it. 

Complicating nursing supply and 
demand is the fact that many hospitals 
demand at least a baccalaureate degree 

from their nursing candidates. According 
to the American Nurses Association, 
some career paths are open only to nurses 
with baccalaureates. Leading distance 
learning providers are stepping forward 
to address the issue.

 “We recognize the nursing shortage 
to be a critical public health issue 
and offer two RN to Bachelor of 
Science degree programs geared to 
preparing nurses for a successful 
career in healthcare,” stated 
Barbara Macaulay, Chief Academic 
Offi cer  of UMassOnline. “With 
the many changes taking place 
within the profession, nurses need 
to continually advance their skills 
to both enhance their careers 
and become leaders in nursing,” 
concluded Macaulay. 

The online RN to BS programs 
are learner-centered and combine 
Web-based instruction and student-
tailored practice to meet the needs 
of busy registered nurses. Online 
nursing courses offer the fl exibility 
to study anytime — anywhere. 
Clinical practica are offered at 
locations convenient to home. 

In addition to practicum, course work 
includes: nursing research, cultural 
diversity issues, community focused 
nursing, management and writing in 
nursing.

Is a career in nursing right for you? 

Few jobs are as fl exible. You can work 
where and when you want; and if you 
move, a new job won’t be hard to fi nd. 
You can work full-time, part-time or stop 
working for a bit to continue your studies 
or have a family — then jump right back 
into the workforce. And salaries are 
on the rise.  According to the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, the middle half of 
all registered nurses earned between 
$40,140 and $57,490 in 2002. The 
highest-paid 10 percent made more than 
$69,670. Many employers offer fl exible 
work schedules, childcare, education 
benefi ts and bonuses. In addition to its 
economic rewards, of course, a career in 
nursing provides enormous emotional 
and professional satisfactions.

Som Seng is the Marketing and Customer Support 
Manager for UMassOnline

Nursing Job Sector Healthy;
Online Demand Grows
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assessments require sustained student writing and is frequently 
iterative. There are at least two strategies that we use to ensure 
that the work submitted is 
the work of the registered 
student. The fi rst is to 
attempt to construct the task 
so that synthesis of content 
is required. This makes it 
more diffi cult for students to 
copy and paste material they 
fi nd on the Internet. The 
second strategy is to employ a plagiarism detection service such 
as Turnitin.com, which mines the Internet and work submitted 
previously through their site and in a matter of minutes can 
produce a report that shows if a student has copied from 
another source.

Kryterion, mentioned earlier, provides other services to those 
concerned about security. One is a security audit in which an 

expert team of psychometricians makes a detailed review and 
report of an institution’s testing operations. Another is data 
forensics in which test data is analyzed so that any irregularities are 
ferreted out. The third service provided is a web audit in which the 

Internet is scoured to identify 
villains who may be offering 
test items or content online.

Online delivery does 
provide opportunities and 
challenges for the delivery of 
higher education. Cheating 
does occur, and challenges 
the integrity of the endeavor 

just as it does at traditional brick and mortar institutions. 
Diligence and design are important fi rst steps in protecting 
programs. Increasingly, technology is offering tools that are 
equal to the task.

Alec M. Testa is the Director of Assessment at Western Governors University
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organizations.  
The metrics are truly impressive. From 

2001 to 2006, total learning hours increased 
from 2,560,000 to 6,070,000 per year while 
the average cost per hour dropped from $38.78 
to $18.02 per hour.  To accomplish this, 
DAU implements its Performance Learning 
Model — a model through which traditional 
classroom training, distance learning, 
knowledge sharing and other workforce 
resources are connected and aligned with 
mission and goals.  DAU learning products 
are available around the clock — more than 
just a convenience, a necessity with a global, 
deployed workforce located across several 
continents and at sea.

Unconventional Threats Require 
Unconventional Learning Solutions

With modern day challenges of 
unconventional threats as well as the 
integration of information systems for net-
centric operations, it is not surprising that 
the military is undergoing a transformation in 
the way it trains.  The global war on terrorism 
challenges training to prepare the Total Force 
of Active and Reserve components, civilians, 
and contractors, to learn, improvise and adapt 
to constantly changing threats.  Furthermore, 
this needs to be accomplished in a more 
integrated manner across the military services 
as well with intergovernmental, interagency, 
private volunteer organizations, and 
multinational partners.

The ADL initiative was undertaken 
to make education, training and lifelong 
learning accessible at any time, anywhere in 
the world.  It has developed specifi cations and 
techniques that are being adopted globally by 
governments, businesses and schools.  ADL 
has become a technology enabler for the 
transformation of training. Please consult 
www.adlnet.gov

Dr. Robert A. Wisher is Director, Advanced Distributed 
Learning Initiative within the Department of Defense, 
Washington, DC.

NATION’S DEFENSE: Continued from page 9

While proctors are central to test security, there 
are at least two efforts underway to eliminate 
the need for human monitoring.
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by Kay Johnson

When it comes to online learning in K-12, many parents lack 
the information they need to decide if it’s the right choice for 
their child. “At fi rst, everyone thought we were crazy, including 
my wife,” says Bill Arnold, parent of a Florida Virtual School 
(FLVS) 10th grader. Arnold, a public school teacher, was not 
comfortable with his family’s options for middle school. After a 
diffi cult year of home schooling, Arnold’s family participated in 
a test group for online middle school courses with FLVS. That 
year provided the fi rst-hand look his family needed to embrace 
the program with confi dence.  

But not everyone has that option. Asking the right questions 
is a good place to start. Here are some suggestions:

1) Will my child interact with an actual teacher?
Rick Perkins, Instructional Leader at FLVS, notes that 

many e-learning options are almost completely self-directed. 
“Curriculum doesn’t teach itself. Students still need the 
guidance of an instructor.” Perkins says. Find out how quickly 
the teacher responds to questions. Also, what’s the turn-around 
for feedback on assignments? Rule of thumb? Perkins notes 
that FLVS policy is to return assignments within 48 hours 
and answer inquiries within 24. Interactions should happen 
regularly with email, telephone and web conference sessions, 
white boards, chat rooms and discussion boards.

2) Is your program accredited?
Accreditation covers a range of issues including standards 

for NCLB’s defi nition of “highly qualifi ed instructors.” It 
also addresses academic rigor and integrity, and it outlines 
accommodations for students with varying learning needs. 
For information on nationally recognized accreditation 
agencies, see this link: http://distancelearn.about.com/od/
accreditationinfo/a/regional.htm

3) What are the courses like? Will my student work
all alone?

“The online experience shouldn’t limit a student’s 
interactions or ability to work with others. In fact, it should 
enhance them,” says Perkins. Look for assignments that require 
students to get away from the computer. Ask if students can 
work with one another, and fi nd out how that interaction is 
facilitated and monitored. 

4) How is my child going to be assessed?
Assessments should require students to evidence mastery 

in real-world applications. Arnold cites his daughter’s business 
systems course where, in order to prove profi ciency, she was 
“required to create presentations, operate spreadsheets and 
run databases—all of which were tied to a real-world business 
application. Students should be demonstrating what they know 
in authentic ways,” says Arnold.

5) Will local school offi cials or colleges accept the credit?
Direct this question to your local school, district or your 

college admissions offi cer. Ryan Rogers, e-Solutions Manager at 
FLVS, says that “if courses are written to standards, are part of 
an accredited program and have outside endorsements, such 
as NCAA approval, chances are that the district or college will 
accept the credit.”  If there are questions, however, the online 
learning provider should equip you with details you can use to 
substantiate quality.

6) How much fl exibility does the program have?
Some programs undercut the benefi ts of web-based learning 

by restricting when and where students access the course, and 
when they have to fi nish. “The more fl exibility, the better 
teachers are able to serve all kinds of students,” says Perkins.

7) How often are your courses updated?
Courses that are simply textbooks pasted onto a web page 

won’t cut it for the Playstation, MySpace, blog, and cell phone 
generation. As technologies continue to evolve, courses should 
incorporate the best advances without sacrifi cing substance. 
The dynamic nature of the Internet should be exploited by 
integrating current events and recent research, rather than 
allowing content to be dictated by outdated fi ve or ten–year 
textbook adoption cycles.

8) How do you involve parents?
Arnold particularly likes the “guardian account” that allows 

him to check grades and communicate with teachers regularly. 
Also, his daughter’s teachers routinely call him monthly, 
another policy he particularly appreciates. “It shows a real level 
of commitment to parents.”

9) Am I ready for this? Arnold challenges parents to ask 
themselves, “Am I willing to fi nd the courage to change 
my concept of education?”

Kids have technology at their fi ngertips like never before. 
We need to prepare them to live in today’s world.” His kid’s 
main complaint? “They don’t get a vacation,” Arnold says with 
a chuckle. “FLVS does build in time for vacation into their 
course ‘pace charts,’ but my kids have to do exactly what I have 
to do: They have to plan for their vacation, and work it into the 
schedule with their teacher.” 

10) What kind of support is available to students and parents?
The better the support systems for teachers, students and 

parents, the more time students spend actually learning. “Be 
sure to ask about the hours and response times for tech help 
requests,” says Rogers. Standard response rates should fall well 
within 24 hours. 

Investigating online options is no easy task, but asking the right 
questions will give you the tools to make a solid online choice 
for your child. For more information about K12 online learning, 
visit the site of the National Council for Online Learning at
“http://www.nacol.org” www.nacol.org 

Kay Johnson is the Marketing Manager for Global Services at Florida
Virtual School.

A Parents Guide to Online Learning, K-12
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www.UMassOnline.net
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Choose the college that goes 
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academic advisement and a variety of support services.
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